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More Education, Awareness Needed 
About Lesbian/Bisexual/Gay Concerns
Graffiti is scrawled on a sidewalk. A door 
of a student’s dorm room is splattered in red 
with a defamatory message. Publicity flyers 
are ripped from walls. There are derogatory 
jokes and name-calling. Threats and reali­
ties of physical violence. Harassment.
All are prejudicial actions against a minor­
ity of the population. At issue is not race, 
color, religion, gender, age or nationality. At 
issue is sexual orientation. And because col­
lege campuses are microcosms of society, 
the actions occur at the University of Maine 
and at universities throughout the country 
that, by their very nature, are supposedly 
bastions of free expression and tolerance.
“When I do workshops on homophobia, I 
hear things like homosexuality is immoral, 
sick, unnatural, that we recruit people to be 
gay, lesbian or bisexual, that it will some­
how ‘rub off - all unfounded fears that are
sexually driven,” according to Mary Kay 
Kasper, co-chair of the University of Maine 
Committee for Lesbian/Bisexual/Gay Con­
cerns. “It tends to be perceived as a real 
moral issue, and it’s complicated because 
there tends to be some invisibility. With peo­
ple of different races there is no hiding. We, 
on the other hand, are forced to hide. The 
result is we pay a psychological price. An 
estimated 30 percent of teen suicides have 
been correlated to problems about coming to 
terms with being gay.”
Gay men and lesbian women are worthy of 
respect and acceptance, said Sandra Caron, 
former co-chair of the Committee for Les­
bian/Bisexual/Gay Concerns and assistant 
professor of family relationships.
“Often hidden by a society which asks 
them to stay in the closet, you should know 
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that about one out of every 10 people is 
gay, lesbian or bisexual. And like any 
university, UM has gay faculty, staff and 
students.
‘The interesting thing about universi­
ties is the diversity - that great mix of 
people makes it so wonderful and such a 
learning experience,” Caron said.
In the last decade, as more gays, bisex­
uals and lesbians found their voices and 
demanded their rights, the University of 
Maine joined other institutions in taking 
a stand against discrimination based on 
sexual orientation. On the UM campus, 
Wilde-Stein Club, a group for gay, les­
bian and bisexual students, has existed 
for years, providing educational support 
and social activities for the University 
community.
The UM assistant vice president for 
Student Services appointed a Committee 
for Lesbian/Bisexual/Gay Concerns in 
1987, charged with: providing for the 
education of the campus community to 
raise the general awareness of the need 
for tolerance and the advantages of 
respecting diversity: identifying and 
addressing trends in discrimination and 
harassment aimed at the lesbian/bisex- 
ual/gay members of the campus com­
munity by promoting community aware­
ness: advising faculty on ways to include 
lesbian/bisexual/gay issues in course- 
work for the University’s academic 
departments: and providing a forum for 
expressing the needs of the lesbian/ 
bisexual/gay community on campus.
“The establishment of this Committee 
by the administration says that this is a 
concern - a concern for people,” said 
Suzanne Estler, a Committee member 
and director of Equal Opportunity. ‘To 
be a University, you have to have an 
atmosphere in which individual mem­
bers of our community do not live in fear 
of harassment and violence stemming 
from their ideas, ideals or identities. If 
people are surrounded by bigotry and 
hatred, then this is not a university. We 
must create a climate of civility and sup­
port.
“If students have grown up hearing all 
the messages that it’s not OK to be gay 
or lesbian, they can’t tell their families 
because they may be thrown out, there 
is a protective tendency to tell no one. 
The University needs to be affirmative 
and create a safe environment for them
and for everyone. If 99 percent of the 
University is totally supportive of gays, 
lesbians and bisexuals, and there is 1 
percent who potentially would throw 
someone over a bridge or hit someone 
because they are intolerant, then we do 
not have a safe environment,” Estler 
said.
In 1987, the University of Maine Sys­
tem Board of Trustees approved four 
changes in the University policy on equal 
opportunity - including the addition of 
sexual orientation in the list of bases on 
which the University explicitly prohibits 
discrimination in employment, education 
and all other areas of the System.
In addition, workshops have been 
offered on campus that address issues 
relating to homophobia. The UM Coun­
seling Center now offers a support group 
for gay, lesbian and bisexual students. 
Wilde-Stein has provided programming, 
and Lesbian, Bisexual, Gay Awareness 
Days, and Weeks, have been offered 
annually since Student Government offi­
cially recognized the Club in 1973.
‘The Committee is trying to heighten 
awareness that gay people exist and are 
like everyone else,” said Ken Paulsen, co­
chair of the Committee for Lesbian/ 
Bisexual/Gay Concerns. “We’re trying to 
educate people who are not necessarily 
exposed to the issues.”
Those involved in gay rights in the Uni­
versity community - students, faculty 
and administrators - say it is a good 
beginning but more needs to be done.
“Even with passage of the Board of 
Trustees clause, we said that we need 
something more. We need to educate the 
community about available resources 
and people on campus who can help with 
these issues,” said Kasper.
“More is happening on campus but it 
may not mean there are a lot of changes. 
There is a core of students who are so 
full of hatred and we’re so apathetic.
How do we get students to see these 
issues need to be dealt with now? Homo­
phobia, racism and anti-Semitism are 
increasing in the U.S. and that scares 
me. We need to keep plugging away at 
the issues.
“In order to change the world, people 
need to know the issues that exist,” she 
said. “I can’t stop people from feeling cer­
tain ways. I go into workshops not to 
change their value system but to talk
about the issues.”
The issues range from promoting toler­
ance and diversity to non-discrimination 
and civil rights. The issues also involve 
dealing with out-and-out hatred, and 
physical safety of all students.
“It’s clearly a civil rights issue,” said 
Robert Whelan, a Committee member 
and executive assistant to the vice presi­
dent for Academic Affairs. “I saw gay and 
lesbian students being uncomfortable 
because of the campus climate. I saw 
‘Kill the fags’ on sidewalks and remain­
ing on sidewalks for inappropriate 
amounts of time.
“No students should be made to feel 
uncomfortable in this environment 
because of who they are,” Whelan said. “I 
have seen a change (an increase in the 
tolerance levels on campus), but I recog­
nize there’s probably always going to be 
some individuals and groups who thrive 
on hate. That’s why a strong institution­
al message needs to be clear that the 
kind of behavior that fosters hate and 
intolerance is not going to be condoned 
on this campus.”
We should be concerned about the 
effects of homophobia on the campus 
community, Caron said. “I feel homopho­
bia has a cure. Like other ‘isms,’ it can 
be addressed through education. People’s 
fears, based on ignorance, can be reduced 
by education. Presenting accurate infor­
mation about human sexuality, about the 
experience of being gay, and about the
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